SETTLING DAY  IN THE DESERT

Dakaka, was a necessary accompaniment to setting up piles
of twenties and twenty-fives, which would facilitate pay-
ment, for then all I had to do was to put so many piles into
each man's hand as he came along. But I was reckoning
without my host. Each laboriously counted and recounted
his share and a horrid infection spread amongst them, of
each looking up and declaring he was one or two short. A
companion would take the money out of his hand and
count it back in fives, generally to the man's ultimate
satisfaction. My method of counting 6, 7, 8, etc., or even
omitting to count at all, appeared to puzzle them. Their
practice was to count i, 2, 3, 4, 5 and then begin at i
again - an object lesson in the human appeal of the decimal
system. At the end of an hour my table was bare, every
name on the pay-roll of my escort had been ticked off; two
hours later I was congratulating myself that on the whole
pay-day had passed satisfactorily, when suddenly there was
much shouting; a serious row started and it looked as though
the old party, with whom my relations had been so cordial,
were going to spoil this record by a free fight on the day of
parting. It seemed they had incurred mutual debt obliga-
tions at Dhufar and the liquidation of these demanded a
standard of mental arithmetic and of patience in discussion
not vouchsafed to them; hence the heated words and the
possibility of the dagger as an honourable arbiter. Peace
only came when Shaikh Salih gathered up all the payments
that I had made into a large common heap on his head-dress
laid out on the sands, for a complete redistribution by
himself. Thus I had to witness all my pretty work of the
morning brought to naught.

Peace prevailed at last - but not contentment.  For they
must have rations, they said, how else were they to get home